Introduction
As organizations across the world attempt to maintain a competitive edge in global business and education markets, the demand for online courses is steadily increasing. Theresa Chen has noted 'as continuous learning comes to be seen more and more as a necessity for almost everyone in our rapidly changing and increasingly global society, the demand for more flexible educational environments increases accordingly' (Chen, 2003, p. 37) .
Since there is a real possibility that online courses will become the dominant informational platforms of the future we need to think more carefully about a range of issues from design and quality through to ethics and economics. In Towards a unified e-learning strategy (DfEE, July 2003) , the British Government's Strategy Committee described e-learning as the miracle answer to Britain's educational and concomitant social problems. E-learning, they argue:
. . . is important because it can contribute to all the Government's objectives for education*/ to raising standards; improving quality; removing barriers to learning and participation in learning; preparing for employment; upskilling in the workplace and ultimately, ensuring that every learner achieves their full potential. (DfEE, 2003) In spite of the Government's optimism, e-learning is far from being either a quick-fix solution or, indeed, a cheap alternative to traditional classroom teaching and learning. This paper explores the extent to which online courses can replace more traditional approaches to teaching and learning in the twenty-first century by drawing on the experience of educational facilitators worldwide and my own experience of teaching online in Taiwan.
The need for definition
The first problem that emerges when we try to talk about e-learning in a global context is one of definition. Online learning, Internet-based learning, web-based learning and e-learning are used interchangeably by practitioners in the field (Capper, 2001) . This lack of a simple definition betrays a much larger problem of definition that 'online learning' is currently experiencing. As practitioners struggle with already tight university budgets for computer technology that may be obsolete in less than two years' time, what is their rationale for going online? What kind of training will be available to faculty and students and what technical support will be available at every stage of the design, implementation and follow-up process? Who will the courses reach? Can online courses be offered off-campus? What systems will be implemented to ensure that quality courses are being offered? How can online courses meet the demands of the multiplicity of learning styles and take account of learners with special needs? How can courses be assessed online? How will they keep students interested, given that the drop-out rates for online courses are higher than for any other kind of course? (Beatty-Guenter, 2001 ). How will they differ from conventional courses in terms of design, timetabling, interaction with teachers and peers, content and assignments? Will the courses be synchronous or asynchronous, have chat rooms, discussion boards and email discussion forums? How will the achievements of virtual graduates be judged against conventional university graduates in the job market? What are the repercussions for a society of virtual communicators? In this paper it will only be possible to address a few of these questions, but we might begin with a discussion of general contexts for online learning.
Ethical implications of online learning
As an online learner with the IOE at the University of London, the convenience of online learning was immediately apparent to me. During the first two weeks of the course I was working in France, England and Taiwan. It would have been impossible for me to have taken this course had it not been online. I was also made aware of how fortunate I was that in each of these countries I was able to access computers and upload the necessary software quickly and easily. However, online learning is not the global solution that it pretends to be in terms of bridging geographical, and cultural, distances. One of the most serious hindrances to global online learning, as Lawrence E. Gladeieux argues, is that 'for much of the world, the promise of modern distance learning can only be realized with massive up-front investments in communications infrastructure' (Gladeieux, 2000, p. 351) . Not all Governments are in a position to make the initial necessary investment to render online learning accessible to those in remote areas. The latter cannot, therefore, take advantage of these kinds of learning opportunities. More recent studies of the gap between the 'information rich' and the 'information poor' have demonstrated that this problem is not confined to third world countries (Angus et al., 2004) . This failure of online learning to reach precisely those who need it most has raised a new ethical problem of twenty-first century technology generating even bigger cultural and class divisions than it pretends to bridge. In generating online courses, institutions should also be aware that they are generating international communities composed of people with different cultural backgrounds and expectations. Olliges and Mahfood suggest that new questions and problems will emerge as cyber communities become an increasingly prominent element in twenty-first century global society, 'ethics as a field of study will have a reawakening through the lens of virtual reality' (Olliges & Mahfood, 2003, p. 15) .
Resources
It has been argued that the world academy has been too slow to appropriate the technology that has already become incorporated into society in multifarious ways, and that this failure will be increasingly visible as the academy ignores the demands of the twenty-first century global market. Kay MacKeogh has noted that:
. . . while society in general may be changing rapidly, the conventional education system is still some way from adopting structures and processes appropriate for meeting the lifelong learning needs of a diverse population of disparate age groups, with varying domestic and work responsibilities, living often long distances from educational institutions. (MacKeogh, 2001, p. 223) Joanne Capper has also argued that if the traditional universities are to have a future in online education, and remain competitive in a market in which virtual universities, such as Jones International University, are already succeeding, they will have to engage in some fast strategic planning. Capper argues:
The burgeoning need for just-in-time education and training has resulted in the creation of a vast and diverse marketplace of learners. Universities possess tremendous resources and a high level of credibility. If they can adopt a strong strategic vision of how and where online learning can reach the greatest number of potential students within their perceived mission, their future in the world of online education is very bright indeed. (Capper, 2001, p. 245) Online courses have the potential to significantly increase the possibilities for cheap and fast research through access to ever expanding databases of e-texts, bibliographies and links to major holdings in university libraries around the world. In fact, this has been one of the most persuasive arguments for going online. However, Edward D. Garten has argued that in spite of the undeniably significant contribution that the Internet can make to learning, online resources will never replace traditional libraries because the Web lacks validation, information, appropriate organization, and effective retrieval systems (Garten, 2000) . The weaknesses of Internet libraries that Garten notes are real enough. However, the rising costs of library storage space and the cutbacks in specialist retrieval staff that many academic libraries have experienced in the last decade mean that the paper library is becoming less and less efficient as a site of exploratory research. Many libraries are already engaged in transferring materials to electronic media, for both preservation and access purposes.
Online vs. Traditional teaching
In spite of the universal trend toward implementing some form of online learning, there remains an element of steady resistance to wholesale electronic teaching from students as well as teachers. Even those who have willingly endorsed online learning have found that it has not been the dream solution to the eternal problems of how best to teach. Garten has noted that:
Most educational technology introduced over the last fifty years has only supplemented and not supplanted traditional classroom instruction. Indeed, these technologies have without exception added to the cost of instruction, not reduced it. (Garten, 2000, p. 369) Aside from the financial costs, teacher time and energy are important expenses that should be considered in any plan to introduce online learning. It is important that in generating new courses, time is allocated to reflection and development of the course; that any interactive work required as part of the course can be managed by the teacher; and that the course can be monitored for quality assessment. In response to the criticisms that many online courses lack appropriate quality controls, Paul Kelly and Lyn Roberts have argued persuasively that online courses can offer more structural and procedural transparency than traditional courses. The fact that a course is online means that assessment and development of the course itself is facilitated, as well as offering greater opportunities for feedback and staff development.
When a lecturer develops lessons for online delivery and/or coordination, the material is also available for judgment by and provision of constructive criticism from their peers and supervisors. Managers have more opportunity to view the progressive development of course materials. (Kelly & Roberts, 2000, p. 96) Where teachers are uncomfortable about being exposed in this way, passwords can easily be issued that allow only directors, teachers and students to access the course.
The possibilities and limitations of interaction at every level of the teaching and learning experience continues to be a major concern in the online debate. Those who promote online learning are willing to concede that there can be an overload of information with which to interact, as well as student questions and problems that must be dealt with. Most teachers, whose only electronic tool for interacting with students is email, already know the strain that responding to email questions and problems places on their research time. But if, as Beatty-Guenter maintains, 'the higher the levels of interactivity, the higher the course completion rates' (Beatty-Guenter, 2001 ), solutions will have to be found that enable teachers to satisfy their students' needs for interaction without draining vital research time. In recognition of the importance that teachers and students attribute to interaction in the learning environment, Anita Pincas reassures us that collaboration online has the potential to work even better than in traditional classrooms (Pincas, 1998) . Greg Kearsley explains that online learning is, in fact, highly interactive*/ it is just a different kind of interaction:
Social skills are an important aspect of interacting via computer networks, especially when collaboration is involved. Alas, most people have little formal training in how to successfully interact or work with others; these are skills that are picked up incidentally through family or school life. To make things even more complicated, the social milieu of online activities is quite different from in-person interactions and requires new skills and behaviors. (Kearsley, 2000) Kearsley and Schneider have developed their understanding of online interactivity to formulate what they call 'engagement theory'. They explain:
The difference between engagement and interactivity reflects the shift in thinking about computers in education as communication tools rather than some form of media delivery devices. Furthermore, engagement theory places a great deal of emphasis on providing an authentic (i.e., meaningful) setting for learning, something not present in previous models. (Kearsley & Schneider, 1999) Kearsley and Schneider argue persuasively that there are plenty of opportunities for meaningful interaction and collaborative learning that encourages collective cognitive responsibility. However, in the process of asserting the wonderful interactive possibilities of online learning we should take into account the negative aspects of online interaction that some teachers have observed. Robin Mason reports that in her Open University online course H802:
The students, many of whom became total converts to the value of collaborative learning in the early stages of the course, were definitely flagging by about four months into the course. The term 'collaboration fatigue' was coined to express their combination of appreciation but overload with the demands of collaborating online. (Mason, 1999, p. 7) The students on this course were clearly pleased to have been relieved of their online collective cognitive responsibility. Collaboration, whether in class or online is a complex psycho-social phenomenon with its own inherent problems and possibilities that are difficult even for trained professionals to manage on-site in a classroom with the advantages of verbal, body and spoken language. In the process of trying to accommodate as many learning styles as possible in the design of online teaching models, it should emphasized that not everyone works best in a collaborative context (Hancock, 2004) . In an online situation many more problems can arise, as most email users already know, and misunderstandings can result in collaborative crashes, creating damage that can not easily be repaired by an absent third party.
Another problem arises when we assume that university students are inherently self-regulating, responsible and organized learners. In their experience of online teaching, Yin et al. noted that about a third of their online students failed to submit their required weekly assignments, an unfortunate fact that they attributed to the absence of the physical structure that traditional classroom teaching and teacher presence lend to the learning experience: 'When students do not have the daily routine of physically coming to class, some fall into the trap of failing to schedule their own routine to complete their assignments ' (Yin et al., 2002, p. 5) . They suggest that appropriate motivational devices be used to encourage students to complete their coursework. Of course, this merely raises another problem-basedquestion of what exactly constitutes an appropriate motivational device? Clearly such students need to be taught not only new skills of how to manage online coursework but how to manage online learning per se as a preliminary to any online course that they may take.
What emerges from such studies is that online teaching requires substantial investment in manpower, resources and time. Olliges and Mahfood have conveniently paraphrased what they perceive to be critical elements that must be in place for successful online teaching and learning: 'commitment from the top, an environment that encourages experimentation and accepts failure, a collaboration/resource sharing attitude, an availability of resources for those instructors wanting to 'play' with technology and learning, a change in management strategy to ensure e-learning is adopted with 'minimal discomfort,' development support for instructors, and student support' (Olliges & Mahfood, 2003, p. 7) . Careful strategic planning of online learning is clearly needed, and the failure to lend it the time and energy required can have disastrous consequences all-round.
Julie Macdonald has argued that in the absence of appropriate training for online teaching there is a tendency to try to replicate traditional models of teaching and learning for web-based instruction, but that fundamental to the success of an online course is an acknowledgement that new media require new models (MacDonald, 2001 ). Kelly and Roberts make the important point: 'Not only do we need to learn how to teach differently, but we need to help our students to learn differently' (Kelly & Roberts, 2000, p. 98) . In spite of his enthusiastic belief in online courses as the dominant educational platforms for the twenty-first century, Kearsley cautions: Because online teaching is so different, even experienced teachers will require considerable practice before being good online instructors. So it is going to be a while before most teachers are good at this. Organizations and institutions offering online courses should be mindful of the time period required to properly prepare their teachers to teach in cyberspace. (Kearsley, 2000) Online courses in Taiwan
In the fall semester of 2003 I ran a course in English composition for third-year English literature students at NTU. My intention for this course was that it should contain an element of online learning that would enable access to the course outside of the weekly three-hour seminar session. I did not merely want to replicate what was happening in class, rather, provide something that would complement it. The students were already learning the core elements of English composition in the weekly seminars and were engaged in a project about twentieth-century adaptations of Shakespeare's plays, to which we allocated some class time each week. The best idea seemed to be to hand the online element over to the students themselves as a forum that they would not only use to share resources for their projects and other aspects of the course, but through which they could also interact with each other about more general problems, and possible solutions, concerning their English compositions. The online element was conceived as asynchronous in order to make it as flexible and easy to manage as possible and to avoid the pitfalls of some students wanting to dominate the debate and others trying to use the forum for their own, tangential, issues. However, by adopting an asynchronous approach I was aware of the fact that I was depriving the students of an extra opportunity to discover 'best practice' in online collaboration.
The students were given formal instruction about how to use the course site by the computer centre staff. They worked in small groups to upload relevant information each week, and their colleagues were invited to read the information and discuss its usefulness, or not, both online and in subsequent seminars.
There were some initial technological problems due to the incompatibility of my own software with that used by the computer centre, and the fact that only a classical Mandarin Chinese version of the software was available to me. Initially, I uploaded some useful web sites and gave the students cues about how to make the best use of them, but I then handed it over to the students. Instead of preaching the rules, I wanted them to discover the reasons for the rules through the process of working online. In subsequent seminars some students said that they had not had sufficient time to fully engage with the sites that their colleagues had uploaded. When confronted, students confessed that the problem was that their classmates were not filtering the information and explaining exactly which links were important and why, and that they were failing to suggest how they might use them. From this experience the students learned that it was important to have a directed approach not just to finding relevant material, but in presenting it to other learners. Subsequently, all of the students uploaded introductions to their sites without having to be asked to do so. This small change in their online behaviour resulted in much more lively class discussion and feedback about the sites that were being presented each week. There was a discernible collective responsibility about uploading only sites that pertained to their project work. I didn't have to caution any student about uploading irrelevant and distracting material. Since this was my first engagement with online learning, I decided to enlist the help of one of my more experienced colleagues by discussing approaches with her.
At National Taiwan University the Ceiba online platform for learning has been up and running since 1990. Although there was no teacher input in the initial design stages of the software, teachers were subsequently invited to test it and, as the strengths and weaknesses of Ceiba emerged, the software was developed accordingly. In 2003 Ceiba version 4 was launched. My colleague, Dr Susan Chou, who has been working at NTU for 32 years, was one of those teachers who participated in the testing of Ceiba. She currently uses Ceiba as a supplement to her in-class teaching of English language and culture to second-language learners. She explained:
I use online as computer assisted language learning. . . . I do my in class teaching and then I put homework materials on my web site. For my listening comprehension web site, every week I put a five minute audio file, sound file, for transcription, and then about another 15 minutes of fairy tales . . . and ask the student to write about 300 words, and then I choose the web site and ask the students to read that particular web site that I chose and write a comment. In other words I get three kinds of exercise every week and I have to correct them.
I pointed out that her online courses clearly required a lot of correcting each week, but she argued that online correcting necessitated a different approach. Because of the volume she marked more strategically, noting only major problems and focusing on giving encouragement to students. She found that this online correction strategy did not affect the students adversely. By not overloading them with critical comments, the students showed more signs of progress. She also pointed out that in giving the students responsibility for their own online learning, more of the students did all of the homework required. She felt that it was important in the initial stages of online teaching not to make too many demands on the students in terms of quality and length of their contributions, but to respond with positive criticism to every contribution. When introducing students to online learning, the important point was to get them hooked and to open them up to the wonderful resources for learning English that were available on the web. When I asked her if she would ever consider running a course wholly online she was adamant that such a course could not work because of the cultural context for learning in Taiwan:
. . . in our culture students were pushed, only work under the teachers, so if it's a purely online course there's no control, they get no help, I don't know what would happen. It would be disastrous.
In their study of autonomous language learning at Hong Kong Polytechnic University Chan, Spratt and Humphreys arrived at a similar conclusion. They found that students had a 'well-defined view of the teacher's role and responsibilities . . . a strong preference for a dominant teacher role and thus a relatively less autonomous student role' (Chan et al., 2002, p. 12) .
I decided to ask my own students how they felt about online learning, and I did this through a short questionnaire. Of the small sample of eight students, five said that they had taken fiveÁsix courses with an online element. They enjoyed the convenience of having teacher materials and schedules on the web that they could return to easily without having to take notes in class. They enjoyed exchanging ideas, getting information without leaving their desks and being able to upload information for each other. One student suggested that he liked using the web for making contributions because he was too shy to contribute in class. This response accords with the conclusions of a study of online learning conducted at the City University of Hong Kong during 2003. Downing and Chim discovered that online learning was especially suited to reflectors, often perceived to be introverts in the traditional classroom learning context, and that the use of 'online (blended) learning significantly improves student satisfaction levels for reflectors' (Downing & Chim, 2004, p. 273) .
When I asked my students what they did not like about online learning their responses were mostly related to either technological conventions or failures. Common problems were having to key-in multiple password entries, link failures, computer breakdown and the low grades that followed from not being able to upload their reports successfully. Ali's study of practices and perceptions of online learning has recently highlighted the learning problems that ensue when difficulties encountered with the technology used competes for attention with the content of any course. He observes that 'In online forums, it is not uncommon to see at least half of discussions are about the technology issues, instead of content' (Ali, 2003, p. 44) . Along with the articulated frustrations with using technology, students complained about associated time-factors. Some students felt that it took too long to find valuable web sites, and frustration was also incurred from missing late contributions from other students. Not being able to meet colleagues or teachers was also perceived as a deficiency in online learning, for which no amount of sophisticated technology could compensate.
When asked if they would consider taking a degree course that was entirely online five of the students said that they did not wish to take an online degree. The most common reason given for this response was that they enjoyed face to face interaction with their teachers and colleagues. One student commented that although it was possible to interact on the net, he really preferred to meet people in person. Another student commented that he would prefer to work alone rather than take an online degree, if that was all that was available. Another student commented that she already knew how to search the Internet for knowledge so probably wouldn't take an online course, betraying a rather narrow understanding of the potential of online courses. Clearly for these students real social interaction was an important factor in their enjoyment of the courses they took.
When asked what problems, if any, they had encountered in online learning, one student responded that knowing that materials were online meant that he was not as responsive in class. Some students suffered from information overload, whilst others registered concern about the strain that online learning was placing on their eyes. One of the students preferred class teaching because answers were provided immediately, thereby erasing the frustration of having to wait for email responses. The questionnaire invited the students to make any further comments about any aspect of their experience of online learning. One student felt that the attitude of the participants in online courses was vital, and that if everyone in the class is working toward the same goal then it can be very exciting. Introductions to recommended web sites were felt to be useful as a means of focusing the reader, and the filtering of available web sites for each other was a helpful way of reducing information overload. One student said that having filtered information made online learning particularly 'attractive'. Accepting the importance of technology in the twenty-first century, and the probability of ever-increasing online courses, one student said that she still believed in the importance of classroom teaching and learning, adding that 'going to classes is a chance to get out of my dorm, smell the flowers, and finally not to have to face my computer'. Another student pointed out that some courses were simply not suited to online learning, giving the example of Public Speaking, whilst other courses that involved reading and writing could more easily be adapted for learning online, but he added 'I believe real personal interaction is necessary'.
Conclusion
Whilst universities may be anxious to catch up with the global trends in online education, the complex issues that attend online teaching and learning must first be addressed. As the studies in this paper have shown, for online courses to be effective there needs to be appropriate training and support both for teachers and learners as they develop new strategies in response to new technologies for learning. It is also apparent that support structures need to be implemented at every level of the online process, and that these may vary according to the cultural context in which online opportunities are being provided. Although a number of recent studies have endorsed the commonly held perception that eastern students are less autonomous than western students, what my own study revealed was that the students merely preferred more direct personal interaction in their learning process that traditional classroom contexts readily provided. It may simply be a case of students wanting what they are used to, but it is also the case that they are very alert to the advantages of personal interaction that online learning is simply failing to provide. With appropriate support from the teacher the majority of the students enjoyed the extra flexibility and opportunities that online learning presented, technological frustrations aside, and responded well to integrated tasks that extended from online contexts, to more social, traditional teaching, contexts.
In the meantime, the Open University is already conducting virtual graduations in line with the ethos of its online courses. In the virtual graduation ceremony students participate in a synchronous online event, as Mary Thorpe reports, 'receiving their masters award at a distance, via a virtual VC handshake, rather than a real one' (Thorpe, 2000, p. 11) . The problem with this idea is that the experience of graduation is not just about shaking the VC's hand, it is about sharing an experience with friends and relatives. It is the culmination of the process of organizing the tickets, hiring the gowns, seeing the proud faces of relatives, enjoying that free meal at the end of a day in celebration of a hard-earned academic accolade. Since an entirely different approach to teaching and learning is required in every other aspect of online courses, perhaps a wholly new way of celebrating the achievement of the learning goal is in order. It seems that the virtual graduation is doing two things entirely against the ethos of online teaching and learning: by replicating traditional models and including elements that are redundant even in traditional contexts.
Online learning is not the first choice for most of my students now, but they will soon have to manage their families and careers. In order to maintain their professional development they may well find that the convenience of online learning will make it a more attractive choice.
